








































































































































































































































she	 isn’t	a	sort	of	an	arts	and	crafts	 type…	 if	 she	 isn’t	a	sort	of	arts	and	crafts	
type	girl	 I	might	do	 those	 sorts	 of	 activities	 and	obviously	 I’ll	 chat	 to	her	a	bit	
about	what	 she’s	 interested	 in	as	well.	And	 then	 that	 just	 gives	 you	a	bit	 of	 a	
flavour	for	what	you	might	want	to	do	(Pre-visit	interview).		
On	 arrival	 at	 the	 house,	Maggie	witnessed	 a	 stressful	 inter-change	 between	 Carly	
and	her	mother	and	entered	into	a	domestic	situation	that	was	fraught	with	emotion.	
Despite	 this	 unexpected	 beginning,	 Maggie	 carefully	 established	 a	 child-centred	
workspace	in	the	sitting	room:	
She	[Maggie]	sits	cross-legged	on	the	floor	 in	the	corner	of	 the	room	by	the	
window,	 with	 her	 pot	 of	 beads	 She	 opens	 the	 pot	 and	 Carly	 comes	 in	 and	






than	they	need	so	that	they	have	room	to	tie	 it.	Maggie	says	 ‘OK	Carly	 let’s	
decide	what	sort	of	bracelet	you	want	to	make	and	then	when	we	are	doing	
that,	I’m	going	to	tell	you	about	who	I	am	and	why	I	am	here’	Carly	looks	at	
her	 and	 nods.	 They	 sit	 together	 and	 discuss	what	 beads	 Carly	 will	 use	 and	
what	 pattern	 she	 is	 going	 to	 make.	 Carly	 starts	 making	 the	 bracelet	 and	
Maggie	 says	 ‘mummy	 said	 it	 was	 a	 stressful	 day	 today’.	 She	 is	 sat	 next	 to	
Carly,	side	on	and	turns	to	face	her.		
By	 the	 end	 of	 the	 visit,	 Carly	 had	 agreed	 to	meet	Maggie	 again	 in	 school,	 Carly’s	
brother	 had	 become	 involved	 in	 seeing	 what	 was	 going	 on	 and	 Carly’s	 mother	
positively	affirmed	Carly	for	a	Lego	panda	she	had	built.	Meaningful	connections	had	
























































































































Researcher):	 Because	 that	 was	 very…	 	 You	 stretched	 right	 forward	 and	 you	









above	the	knee	and	 I	give	him	a	tickle	there	and	he	falls	about	 laughing.	So	 I	
suppose	I	was	really	conscious	of	the	fact	he	doesn’t	sit	like	this	normally	ever	
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so	 I	was	conscious	that	that	was	new	for	him	and	 I	 leaned	over	to	do	that	to	
him	 because	 a)	 its	 our	 thing	 but	 b)	 because	 I	 just	 wanted	 him	 to	 feel	 a	 bit	





















































In	 contrast,	 Debra	 and	 Eddie	 displayed	 enormous	 amounts	 of	 energy	 and	 agency	
that	Marie	noticed	on	arrival	but	was	unable	to	utilise	later	on.	Marie’s	pre-interview	
remarks	may	suggest	that	she	held	lower	expectations	of	children’s	agency	and	had	
pre-determined	 activities	 she	 was	 planning	 to	 use	 to	 ascertain	 their	 wishes	 and	
feelings.	 From	 her	 pre-visit	 explanation	 and	 her	 conduct	 during	 the	 visit,	 Marie	
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showed	that	while	she	was	hearing	the	children,	she	was	not	able	to	listen	to	them	
fully;	 likewise,	while	 she	was	 observing	 them,	 she	 could	 not	 see	 them,	 or	 at	 least	
attend	to	seeing	them,	an	experience	widely	reported	by	young	people	in	relation	to	
their	 encounters	 with	 professionals	 (Author’s	 own,	 forthcoming).	 Marie’s	 post-
interview	 comments	 highlighted	 her	 insight	 into	 the	 visit	 dynamics	 and	 her	
immediate	recognition,	on	reflection,	that	she	could	have	used	the	artefacts	Debra	
and	 Eddie	 had	 presented	 her	with	 (the	musical	 instrument,	 a	 sports	medal	 and	 a	
football)	more	effectively	to	make	a	connection.	This	encounter,	however,	was	made	
harder	for	Marie	by	the	need	to	simultaneously	attend	to	the	needs	of	Elaine	and	of	
the	children.	 In	 contrast,	 Janet	had	determined	 to	 see	 Jamie	 separately	 so	did	not	
have	 to	 address	 competing	 dynamics	 in	 the	 room,	 whilst	 Maggie	 managed	 this	
challenge	 by	 creating	 a	 discrete	 and	 boundaried	 space	 to	 work	 with	 Carly.	 This	
































































These	 examples	 from	 the	 research	 highlight	 the	 importance	 of	 individual	
practitioners’	values,	beliefs	and	practices	for	effective	communication	with	children.	
That	 said,	 this	 individual	 perspective	 does	 not	 entirely	 account	 for	 the	 quality	 of	
communicative	 practices	 as	 organisational	 contexts	 were	 found	 to	 have	 a	
considerable	impact	on	what	social	workers	felt	they	could	or	could	not	achieve.	For	
practitioners	to	be	able	to	establish	and	sustain	meaningful	encounters	with	children	




related	 intimate	 interactions	 	 -	 words,	 facial	 and	 hand	 gestures,	 body	 positions,	
touches,	 sounds	 and	 silences.	 Eichstellar	 and	 Holthoff	 (2010,	 p.	 184)	 capture	 this	
need	for	sensitive	flexibility:	
The	relational	aspect	of	social	pedagogic	practice	means	that	every	day	
brings	something	new	and	unforeseen	as	every	child	is	unique	and	brings	all	
their	uniqueness	into	that	relationship.	As	it	is	impossible	to	have	a	rulebook	
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that	would	adequately	cover	the	complexity	and	endless	possibilities	
enshrined	within	each	relationship,	all	that	social	pedagogy	can	do	is	give	
professionals	the	confidence	needed	for	each	new	encounter,	to	trust	their	
own	and	the	other’s	abilities.		
	
As	social	pedagogic	theoretical	approaches	recognise	(Cameron	and	Moss,	2011)	to	
offer	an	attuned	response	to	a	child	requires	practitioners	to	be	experiencing	
attuned	responses	to	their	own	professional	needs	from	supervisors,	managers	and	
peers.		The	significance	for	effective,	connected	practice	of	practitioners	feeling	
heard	and	understood	was	brought	home	to	us	through	the	organisational	
observation	data	gathered	in	the	course	of	this	project.	It	was	widely	observed	that	
there	was	a	lack	of	space	for	social	workers	to	plan	effectively	in	relation	to	
forthcoming	encounters.	Caseload	demands,	responding	to	emerging	crises	and	
organisational	preoccupations	with	responding	to	and/or	managing	risk	dominated	
their	practice,	resulting	in	a	lack	of	opportunity	for	social	workers	in	some	teams	to	
attend	to	the	intimacies	of	inter-personal	connections	that	occur	within	the	space	of	
an	encounter.		
This	finding	underlines	the	crucial	importance	of	attending	to	the	organisational-
individual	interface	for	effective	practice.	This	claim	is	further	substantiated	by	the	
finding	from	our	observations	that	social	pedagogic	principles	did	not	explicitly	
inform	the	practices	of	any	of	the	wider	organisational	contexts	in	which	the	teams	
that	were	observed	were	located.	As	a	consequence,	a	social	pedagogic	mindset	did	
not	filter	down	through	the	organisations	to	practitioners	in	the	field.	Whether	social	
pedagogy	was	a	feature	of	individual	or	team	level	practice,	therefore,	was	largely	
idiosyncratic	and	contingent	on	the	motivation,	knowledge	and	skills	of	individual	
practitioners	or	managers.	This	was	vividly	illustrated	across	the	research	project	
where	teams	located	in	the	same	organisational	contexts,	and	even	in	some	
instances	individuals	within	the	same	team,	demonstrated	contrasting	approaches	to	
practice.	Suffice	to	say	here	that	how	practitioners	understood	their	role	and	
engaged	with	the	children	and	families	on	their	caseloads	was	dependent	on	the	
extent	to	which	their	organisation	had	a	child-centred	outlook,	the	nature	of	teams’	
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structures	and	cultures	and	the	quality	and	quantity	of	the	supervision	available	to	
practitioners.	This	is	another	aspect	of	our	research	that	will	feature	in	a	
forthcoming	TLC	project	publication.		
Conclusion		
Social	pedagogy	invites	all	involved	to	attend	to	the	intimacies	of	inter-personal	
connections.	In	the	context	of	social	workers’	relationships	with	children	and	families	
who	are	invariably	experiencing	heightened	levels	of	anxiety	and	financial	and	
emotional	austerity,	this	makes	establishing	such	connections	a	challenging	
undertaking.	One	of	the	biggest	challenges,	however,	is	the	financially	driven,	short-
term-ism	that	is	integral	to	current	welfare	policies	and	practices.	Re-discovering	a	
relational	stance	in	social	work	is	crucial	if	children’s	best	interests	are	to	be	
promoted	and	the	worst	effects	of	managerialism	are	to	be	averted.	Social	pedagogy	
appears	to	offer	a	fruitful	theoretical	and	practical	framework	for	assisting	
practitioners,	working	in	a	hostile	political	climate,	to	make	meaningful	connections	
with	children	and	families.	Bringing	social	pedagogy	into	social	work	practice	
encourages	all	relationships,	however	fleeting,	to	be	shaped	by	a	‘haltung’	that	
embraces	and	builds	on	children’s	agency.	The	findings	of	this	research	suggest	that	
this,	in	turn,	will	increase	the	likelihood	that	a	meaningful	connection	and	more	
effective	practice,	even	in	difficult	circumstances,	can	be	achieved.	The	promotion	
and	development	of	social	pedagogically-informed	practice	must,	however,	be	
accompanied	by	shifts	in	policy	to	ensure	that	the	organisational	context	in	which	
practitioners	operate,	protects	and	promotes	their	professional	agency	in	order	that	
effective	practice	can	be	sustained.		
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